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To Charles Pick, 
who, to my great joy, 
brought me to the windmill again 




[INTRODUCTION] 



During the Kumbh Mela festival, which recurs every twelve years at the 
confluence of the three rivers Ganga, Yamuna, and Saraswati in Allahabad, 
a vast crowd gathers for a holy bath in the rivers. Amidst that ocean of 
humanity also arrives a hermit with his companion, a tiger. He does not 
hold the animal on a leash since he claims they were brothers in previous 
lives. The tiger freely moves about without hurting or scaring anyone. 

Such a combination seemed incredible when I read reports of it and saw 
the photographs. But as I got used to the idea, I began to speculate on its 
possibilities for a novel. Also I came across a few other instances of 
enduring friendship between tigers and human beings. This theme was on 
my mind in a general way, but it narrowed down to a specific issue about a 
year ago, when I came upon a bookmark, a four-inch- long strip of 
cardboard with the picture of a young tiger pleading, Td love to get into a 
good book.' That sounded like a hint from the Muses (if they care for 
novelists too). I said to the young tiger, 'Surely you will get into my book, 
but the goodness of the book itself I can't guarantee.' 

It also occurred to me that with a few exceptions here and there, humans 
have monopolized the attention of fiction writers. Man in his smugness 
never imagines for a moment that other creatures may also possess ego, 
values, outlook, and the ability to com- 
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municate, though they may be incapable of audible speech. Man assumes he 
is all-important, that all else in creation exists only for his sport, 
amusement, comfort, or nourishment. Valmiki, the greatest of poets, who 
composed the Ramayana, cried out when he noticed the agony of a bird 
whose mate was shot down by a hunter, 'Man, the destroyer, who'll not let 
innocent creatures mate in peace . . .' I wished to examine what the result 
would be if I made a tiger the central character in a novel. 

'Why tiger? Why not a mouse?' asked a smart journalist who had come to 
interview me, when I mentioned the subject of my novel. I could only reply, 
'So that the chief character may not be trampled upon or lost sight of in a 
hole.' 

My story begins with an aged tiger lying in its cage ruminating on its 
past, beginning with its cubhood and wild days in the jungle, and later life 
in captivity as a circus star. It attains freedom when it breaks loose from a 
film-shooting camp and wanders into the town. The terror-stricken public 
attempts to get it shot but an ascetic who appears on the scene protects and 
adopts it as a companion. 

'Who is he? Where is he from?' are naturally the questions that occur to 
everyone. But whenever he is asked 'Who are you?' he just says, 'What I am 
trying to find out.' This sounds like a mere metaphysical quibble, but it is a 
plain, literal answer to the question. When one is seized with a passion to 
understand one's self, one has to leave behind all normal life and habitual 
modes of thought. One becomes an ascetic; the terms sannyasi, sadhu, yogi, 
or swamiji indicate more or less the same state. 

A sannyasi is one who renounces everything and undergoes a complete 
change of personality. Why one would become a sannyasi is not easily 
answered - a personal tragedy or frustration, a deeply compelling 
philosophy of life, or a flash of illumination may drive one to seek a change. 
Whatever the cause, when one becomes a 
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sannyasi, one obliterates one's past. A sannyasi is to be taken as he is at the 
moment. You can never ask a sannyasi about his earlier life. He will never 
refer to it. It would be a crass, inconsiderate act even to ask a sannyasi his 
name. He assumes a new name, bearing no mark of his ancestry or class, 
but indicative of some general beatitude. He has freed himself from all 
possessions and human ties. Among certain sects, the man will even 
perform his own funeral ritualistically before becoming a sannyasi. A 
sannyasi is a wanderer living on alms, never rooted to any place except 
when he seeks the seclusion of a cave or forest at some stage for prolonged 
meditation. 

Apart from the genuine types, there are also fakes who adopt this life for 
its sheer vagrancy, or to exploit the public in the garb of holy men. During 
certain yogic practices, eight kinds of supernatural powers may be roused; 
one could become invisible, levitate, transmute metals, travel in space, 
control animals and men, live on air, and so on and so forth. But such 
magical powers are considered to be stages in one's evolution, incidental 
powers acquired on the way, to be ignored and not exercised for profit or 
self-promotion, except to mitigate pain or suffering in others. 

Now, in my story the 'Tiger Hermit' employs his powers to save the tiger 
and transform it inwardly - working on the basis that, deep within, the core 
of personality is the same in spite of differing appearances and categories, 
and with the right approach you could expect the same response from a 
tiger as from any normal human being. 



R. K. N. 
October 1982 
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